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Ready Reference Form
Goal: Expand Vocabulary Strategy: Use Dictionaries, Thesauruses, and 

Glossaries as Tools

Definition

Why Children
Need This
Strategy

Secret to
Success

How We
Teach It

Troubleshooting

Readers use many word-learning tools to increase their understanding of words
and texts they are reading. 

Readers access word-learning tools when they need the precise definition of a
word or definitions of other words that mean the same thing.

Students need to know how word-learning tools work to use them successfully.

We model and use the word-learning tools often during our whole-class read-
alouds, or in content teaching.

In a whole-class lesson, we regularly say, “Let’s see what the dictionary says about
this word; let’s look it up on the computer today” or “What other word could the
author have written? Let’s check the thesaurus. I am going to put the thesaurus
under the document camera and we’ll figure out how we can find this word.”

Most of our work with word-learning tools is done in a light and positive way to
promote their use. 

When many of us think about vocabulary work with dictionaries, we think of the
stereotypical example of students looking up words in the dictionary and copy-
ing down their meaning (and of course using them in sentences). We avoid this
practice.

Cunningham sums up current findings:
“Copying and memorizing definitions has been and remains the most common
vocabulary activity in schools. It is done at all levels and in all subjects. This defini-
tion copying and memorizing continues in spite of research that shows defini-
tional approaches to vocabulary instruction increase children’s ability to define
words but have no effect on reading comprehension” (2009, 176).
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